The object of this study was to investigate whether the amygdala is involved in affective priming effect after stimuli are encoded unconsciously and consciously. During the encoding phase, each masked face (fearful or neutral) was presented to participants six times for 17 ms each, using a backward masking paradigm. During the retrieval phase, participants made a fearful/neutral judgment for each face. Half of the faces had the same valence as that seen during encoding (congruent condition) and the other half did not (incongruent condition). Participants were divided into unaware and aware groups based on their subjective and objective awareness assessments. The fMRI results showed that during encoding, the amygdala elicited stronger activation for fearful faces than neutral faces but differed in the hemisphere according to the awareness level. During retrieval, the amygdala showed a significant repetition priming effect, with the congruent faces producing less activation than the incongruent faces, especially for fearful faces. These data suggest that the amygdala is important in unconscious retrieving of memories for emotional faces whether they are encoded consciously or unconsciously.
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Introduction
In recent years, studies have shown that subsequent memory processes for emotional stimuli could be enhanced even when they are processed unconsciously (e.g., Ghuman & Bar, 2006; Ruys & Stapel, 2008; Sweeny, Grabowecky, Suzuki, & Paller, 2009; Thomas & LaBar, 2005; Yang, Xu, Du, Shi, & Fang, 2011) . In an experimental environment, priming paradigms (e.g., subliminal affective priming, lexical decision) are usually adopted to explore the effect of prior unconscious experience on subsequent behavioral performance. For example, after participants were unconsciously presented happy faces, they rated target neutral faces more positively and recognized them better 24 h later (Sweeny et al., 2009) . Our recent study (Yang et al., 2011 ) also showed that after participants were presented with masked faces six times, they judged fearful faces more quickly minutes later when the primes were fearful than when they were neutral.
Converging evidence from neuroimaging studies and those with patients suffering brain lesions has shown that the amygdala, together with subcortical regions, plays an important role in processing emotional stimuli unconsciously (for reviews, see Phelps & LeDoux, 2005; Tsuchiya & Adolphs, 2007) . Moreover, the amygdala activity during encoding is related to subsequent memory processes (e.g., Dannlowski et al., 2007; Nomura et al., 2004; Suslow et al., 2006) . For example, in the study by Nomura et al. (2004) , participants were presented with masked angry or neutral primes for 35 ms. Although the authors did not find significant behavioral priming effect, the degree of amygdala activity was positively correlated with recognition performance of angry targets. Similarly, in the study by Dannlowski et al. (2007) , participants were asked to rate preference for a neutral target face that followed a 33-ms exposure to a priming face (angry, sad, happy or neutral). The affective priming effect was not significant either, but the amygdala activity was correlated with negative bias scores (i.e., subjects rated neutral faces more negatively). On the other hand, these studies only scan the encoding phase and examined the correlation between subsequent behavioral performance and the amygdala activity during encoding. It is unclear whether the amygdala is involved in affective priming effect during retrieval phase. The priming effect is manifested as decreased brain activation for repeated rather than for new stimuli in perceptual regions and prefrontal cortices (Grill-Spector, Henson, & Martin, 2006; Schacter, Dobbins, & Schnyer, 2004) . Thus it is necessary to explore whether the repetition-induced suppression of brain activation is manifested when repeated emotional faces are compared with new items.
The objective of this study was to explore whether the amygdala is involved in affective priming effect after fearful faces are unconsciously encoded. Participants were presented with a masked face (fearful or neutral) six times for a duration of 17 ms each exposure during encoding. Five minutes later, they were asked to make an emotional judgment for faces of congruent (fear-fear, neutralneutral faces), incongruent (fear-neutral, neutral-fear faces) and
